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In a recent account of the barn owl family (Tytonidae) by one of us (Bruce 1999),

MDB retained the Barn Owl Tyto alba population of Fernando Po (Bioko) as the

endemic subspecies poensis (Fraser 1843), leaving all other Afrotropical birds

(except thomensis (Hartlaub 1852) of Sao Tome) as affinis (Blyth 1862). MDB also

pointed out that ifpoensis is not recognised, then it replaces affinis because it is the

oldest available name. However, several recent and influential works that have not

accepted poensis, have nevertheless used the name affinis for mainland birds (Fry

et a!. 1988, Konig et al. 1999, Borrow & Demey 2001).

It is of interest to note that Blyth, the describer of affinis, subsequently wrote:

*S. affinis, nobis (Ibis, 1862, p. 388), from South Africa, proves to be S. poensis,

Fraser' (1866: 251). This interpretation was followed by Gray (1869). In Sharpe's

revision of the species and family (1875) he merged a large number of the named
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taxa under Strix flammea (the old name for T. alba) due to the problem of

understanding the range of variation, so that African birds were not separated from

those of Europe, the Americas and other regions, and this treatment was followed

for a time (e.g. Shelley 1896). Hartert (1913) provided the first comprehensive

review of barn owls at a subspecific level, separating African birds as T. a. maculata

(Brehm 1855), described from Sudan. He queried the identity of poensis although

noting it may be the oldest name for African birds. The name maculata proved to

be unavailable and Afrotropical birds were separated as a/finis (Grant 1915).

Hartert continued to query poensis because he was still unable to examine any

specimens from Fernando Po and retained afflnis (1929). Bannerman (1933) was

also unsure if Fraser's description, in the absence of a specimen, was unequivocally

of T. alba and used afflnis (thus also avoiding the vexing problem of dates). Peters

(1940) used afflnis and did not mention poensis at all. Mackworth-Praed & Grant

(1957) did, however, believe that Fraser's description was of a barn owl and pointed

out its priority over affinis if not kept separate, as did Basilio (1963), following

Stresemann (in Wolff-Metternich & Stresemann 1956). Eck & Busse (1973) also

queried affinis as a synonym of poensis but in a subsequent review of barn owls

affinis was retained (Schneider 1977) and the anomaly was overlooked in a supple-

ment (Eck 1995). Perez del Val et al. (1994) merely listed affinis as the Fernando

Po form, without mentioning poensis.

Is poensis separable morphologically from mainland birds? Chapin, the first

author since Fraser to publish the results of a personal examination of material,

thought that poensis might be a valid taxon. He believed that two specimens in the

American Museum of Natural History [collected by Correia in 1929 (the first

obtained from Fernando Po since the type specimen)] show 'more contrast in the

vermiculation of crown, back, and wing-coverts than those of the mainland' (1939:

403-404). Mackworth-Praed & Grant (1957; see also 1970) accepted Chapin 's

observations as sufficient to recognise poensis as a subspecies endemic to Fernando

Po. Basilio (1963), however, acknowledged poensis might not be valid although he

retained poensis as separate from affinis following Stresemann (in Wolff-

Metternich & Stresemann 1956), who noted poensis was similar to affinis but

smaller (based on feather samples of a single female collected and measured by

WolrT-Metternich in 1939). White accepted poensis as valid, his wording suggest-

ing he was following Chapin (and Mackworth-Praed & Grant), although he added

'dorsal shaft streaks and ventral spots finer or smaller' (1965: 191), but it is not

indicated if he had personally examined any specimens. The type specimen of

poensis might be expected to be in the Natural History Museum, Tring, but it is not

(Bannerman 1933) and apparently it has been missing for a long time (Hartlaub

1857, Sharpe 1876). However, there is a specimen labelled 'poensis' and registered

in 1842, but of uncertain provenance, possibly from the Cape Verde Islands (Sharpe

1 875) or the Gulf of Guinea (Moore 200
1
).

Eisentraut (1973) had a single specimen from Fernando Po, and wrote [transla-

tion by N. Bahr]: 'Considering the high variability in tone and pattern, and with
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regard to the limited material available from Fernando Poo, it seems almost

impossible to me to decide unambiguously if the race poensis is valid. Amadon

(1953), who examined two further specimens collected on the island by Correia, left

this question unanswered, too. The male I brought back agrees in colouration and

markings with the description Bannerman [1933] gave for mainland affinis

extensively. When comparing mainland material, especially from Cameroon, at the

British Museum, two specimens almost exactly agreed with my island specimen in

tone and markings. Therefore I am unable to accept an endemic race from Fernando

Poo at the moment.'; de Naurois (1983) agreed.

We believe that Fraser's Strix poensis, based on a single specimen, does indeed

refer to a T. alba obtained on Fernando Po during Fraser's stay from 15 May to 5

July 1842, although it is not clear ifhe himself collected the specimen (Fraser 1842,

1843, Moore 2001). No-one has provided any firm evidence of differences warrant-

ing the separation of poensis from mainland birds, and indeed the findings of

Eisentraut (1973) certainly suggest there may be none. Consequently, the name

poensis must be used for the mainland birds as well as those of Fernando Po, and

affinis therefore becomes a junior synonym. The only important differences of any

Afrotropical island population from mainland T. alba are to be found in the notably

darker plumage and smaller size of T. a. thomensis. Sao Tome is a long-isolated

island of high endemism, unlike Fernando Po. Madagascar is also an area of

endemism, but barn owls there must be a late arrival as T. a. hypermetra (Grote

1928) was considered to be inseparable from 'affinis', although on average these

populations are larger than mainland birds (cf. Benson 1963, Benson et al. 1976).

However, recent indications that hypermetra may be valid also suggest a need to re-

evaluate the taxonomic status ofAfrican populations of barn owls, e.g. compare the

different treatments in Bruce (1999) and Konig et al. (1999).
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